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of

DAVIDGE HALL

Davidge Hall, one of the most interesting land-
marks in Baltimore, is the oldest building in the
United States used continuously for medical edu-
cation. The University of Maryland Medical
School was founded in 1807 by the Maryland
General Assembly and is the 5th oldest medical
school in the United States.

Davidge Hall was designed by the famous
architect Robert Carey Long and built by Messrs.
Towson and Mosher in 1812 and was modeled
after the Pantheon in Rome. The hall was built
on land purchased from Colonel John Eager
Howard and originally was located quite some
distance from the center of town. This was
done to remove it from the unruly mobs who had
destroyed previous buildings in reaction to dis-
section of human cadavers. The hall has a fort-
ress like construction and the walls made of solid
brick are almost a foot in thickness.

Early medical instruction stressed the impor-
tance of the study of human anatomy, but the
teaching of the subject was extremely difficult.
Bodies were hard to come by and it was impos-
sible to acquire them legitimately, so that the
fledgling college of medicine had to depend upon
the local graveyards and body snatchers for their
specimens.

The study of medicine at this time was a
hazardous occupation because of mob violence,
and the dissections had to be carried out in secret
rooms and cubby holes around the building.
Hidden passageways and concealed spiral stair-
cases designed as escape routes still exist and
remind us of the perils of early medical train-
ing.



Tour of Davidge Hall

General Information

The design of Davidge Hall was a bold one
with little precedent in American architecture.
The main room is a circular anatomical theater
(Anatomical Hall) roofed by a wooden dome.
Below it is a room of the same diameter named
Chemical Hall originally used for chemical ex-
periments. In front of the circular halls there
are a number of rectangular rooms which now
serve as offices.

Front of Building

Before entering the building, one should note
the eight stone Doric columns which grace the
entrance. Just above the entrance hangs a small
plaque of clasped hands which represent a fire
insurance policy, sign No. 7791, of the Baltimore
Equitable Society. Above this in large bold
letters will be found the name of the school and
the date of its founding, 1807. To the left of
the entrance in the yard of Davidge Hall is an
elm tree measuring over 17 feet in circumference,
one of the oldest elm in the State of Maryland,
and a landmark on the campus.

Entryway

One enters the
building through
large 12 feet high
double doors into
a foyer adjoining
which are a num-
ber of offices. Di-
rectly ahead will
be seen a contem-
porary wooden ;
bust of John B. Davidge, founder and first dean of
the University of Maryland. Many other notable
pictures and artifacts can also be seen in the foyer.




Chemical Hall

If one takes a right just beyond the staircase,
the corridor leads into a large circular “Chemical
Hall” on the same level. As you enter, note the
herring bone brick floor. These are the original
bricks which were allegedly imported from Eng-
land as ballast in sailing ships, later to return to
their home ports laden with hogs head of to-
bacco. On a shelf just above the front of the
room one will note the busts of classical figures,
among them Socrates and Plato. Chemical Hall
is located directly below Anatomical Hall, and
there is no visible means of support for the
ceiling. This hall no doubt gets its name from
the brick kiln-like niches built in its front wall,
each with a capacity of 2 cubic feet, where
chemical experiments were performed. These
kilns are not now visible and are concealed be-
hind a false wall. The lecture room is divided
into eight tiers where students are seated for
lectures. The rows of seats have backs and
writing arms; however, originally, the students
sat on wooden benches without any backing.
In front of these benches and at the students
feet ran a metal trough the length of the row
serving as a receptacle for tobacco juice which
was commonly used by both students and facul-
ty. Lighting for Chemical Hall is provided by
three large lunate windows at the sides and
back of the room. Four niches can be seen in
the back wall which were originally used for
stoves to heat the room. It is hard to imagine
that the building was built prior to electricity
and that heat was generated from only a few
stoves.

Anatomical Hall

Immediately above Chamical Hall lies Ana-
tomical Hall. This can best be reached by going
up the main front stairs. Just outside Ana-
tomical Hall, one can see the yellow pine tongue
and groove floors with exposed wooden nails.
When viewing the low profile of Davidge Hall
from the outside, it hardly seems possible that
two such large lecture halls exist one on top



of the other. Anatomical Hall has the tiered
rows of seats much the same as Chemical Hall.
Around the top of Anatomical Hall behind the
podium, there is a walkway guarded by a stout
wooden railing. In the early days of medicine,
the students were required to attend the same
lecture series for two separate years, and it is no
wonder that some of the students must have been
bored. The entire railing is covered with graffiti
cut by generations of previous students, some
going back to the early 1800°s and are clearly
visible today.

Anatomical Hall is connected by a passage-
way in the front of the room with a dissecting
room directly behind it thus making it possible
to roll in a stretcher containing a cadaver.

It was in this hall that the Marquis de Lafayette
was awarded an honorary doctors degree in 1824,
the first honorary degree ever to be awarded by
the University of Maryland. The former Revolu-
tionary War general, patriot and honorary citi-
zen of the United States was on a triumphal
tour of this Country revisiting the scenes of his
youthful victory. His stay in Baltimore was
marked by celebrations, parades and parties cul-
minating in this ceremony attended by all the
dignitaries of the State gathered jn Anatomical
Hall.

The ceiling is beautifully crowned and lit by
a huge central skylight with a chandelier hanging
in the center. Also note the decorative network
of semicircles and rosette patterns throughout
the ceiling. Lining the back walls of Anatomical
Hall are artifacts and mementos of bygone days
including some of the first diplomas issued by
the University of Maryland.

The acoustics in Anatomical Hall deserve spe-
cial mention. Unless the speaker stands in a
certain narrowly restricted spot directly in the
center of the room, his voice will echo back
from the walls and ceiling in a manner to make
it totally incomprehensible. To insure proper
positioning, the lecture podium, a wooden table,
is anchored to the floor.



Behind Anatomical Hall can be found a fas-
cinating network of secret passageways, cubby-
holes, dissecting rooms, and a spiral staircase, all
related to the early cadaver dissections which
were performed in the building. Next to this
staircase there is a replica of an old whiskey
barrel used for shipping bodies to other medical
schools.

If one sits in a seat in Anatomical Hall, it is
not hard to imagine the sepulchre cold which
invaded the building in winter, the rank odor
which pervaded during the summer, the voice
of the famous medical lecturers from bygone
years, the Marquis de Lafayette thanking the
people of Baltimore for their warm welcome,
and the mobs of people screaming at the pro-
fessors and young doctors because of their cada-
ver dissections. If the walls of this oldest medi-
cal building in the United States could talk,
they would have some fascinating tales to tell.

Restoration of Davidge Hall

by Gemge ‘rege
Davidge Hall has been declared a State Histori-
cal Monument and is registered by the Depart-
ment of Interior as a National Historical Place.
It is currently undergoing restoration, and any
individual interested in contributing money to
this worthwhile cause should contact the Direc-
tor of the Alumni Association of the University
of Maryland Medical School, Baltimore, Mary-
land. Phone number is 528-7454. The Davidge
Hall Restoration Committee is also interested
in securing any artifacts pertaining to the past
history of Davidge Hall, and a repository in
the Medical Library has been designated for safe

keeping of these articles.



